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CENTRAL SAHEL SITUATIONAL OVERVIEW
The Sahel Region currently faces an
unprecedented crisis as escalating
violence, rising levels of food
insecurity, continued displacement,
and the impacts of the COVID19
pandemic, all converge to create one
of the worst humanitarian
emergencies in the world right now.
Already, the region was one of the
poorest and most challenging areas
to grow up, with Burkina Faso, Mali
and Niger all ranking in the bottom
10 worst places in the world to be a
child.[i]

Despite national, regional and
international efforts to tackle the
complex range of inter-connected
challenges facing the Sahel, the
region continues to be threatened by
cyclical instability, state fragility,
changing climate, and recurring
humanitarian crises. Without
addressing the root causes of
insecurity and providing further
investment in multidimensional
solutions to the crisis, an entire
generation of children risk having
their survival, education and
protection destroyed.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

With 40% of the population living below the poverty line,
addressing inequalities in access to basic quality social services,
alongside responding to urgent humanitarian needs and restoring
peace to the region, must be a priority. With 50% of the Central
Sahelian population less than 15 years old, particular attention
should be paid to the situation for children. All actors involved in
the Central Sahel Crisis need a holistic approach to the crisis if
they are to effectively and simultaneously better respond to
children affected by the crisis, while addressing the urgent
humanitarian needs, chronic vulnerability and its root causes.
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This relentless crisis is not just threatening children’s survival, but also their
futures. Deliberate and targeted threats and attacks on schools, students and
teachers have become a regular occurrence in the Central Sahel. Between
2015 and 2019, the Global Coalition to Protection Education from Attack
recorded over 430 attacks on education in the region with almost 4,000
schools closed or non-operational because of direct attacks on education
infrastructures and personnel.
This security context in the Central Sahel is exacerbating pre-existing
structural issues within the education system including the lack of qualified
teachers, schools’ facilities, overcrowded classrooms, absence of educational
materials and an inability to adapt teaching to meet the psychosocial needs of
children. In times of crisis, these challenges are exacerbated, with education
becoming one of the first targets of attacks. Additional barriers for girls
included gender bias, high levels of child marriage, and sexual violence and
harassment in and en route to school.
Education has been further impacted by the global spread of COVID19, with
schools closed across all three countries to limit the spread of the pandemic,
affecting the education of approximately 13 million children temporarily out
of school. Prior to the school closures imposed to mitigate the spread of
COVID19, over 8 million children aged between 6-14 years were already out
of school in the region, representing more than 55% of the age group.[ii]
When children are not in school, they are at greater risk of recruitment by
armed groups, sexual and gender-based violence, child marriage, child labour
and other forms of exploitation and abuse. The governments of Burkina Faso,
Mali and Niger alongside others in the Sahel region, have all endorsed the
Safe Schools Declaration – committing to the protection and continuation of
education in armed conflict, including the use of the Guidelines for
Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use During Armed Conflict.
There is good evidence that states are implementing the commitments and
that This is having a positive effect. However, investment in the Sahel region
and further international attention to the ongoing security crisis is urgently
needed to prevent an entire generation from losing out on education.

[i] Supporting Safe Education in the Sahel
[ii] UNICEF

55%
Of children from Niger,
Mali & Burkina Faso 6-14
years old are out of
school.

13 Million
13 million children are
temporarily out of school
due both to rising
insecurity and to COVID19.

3,300
Schools
Closed
Before the COVID-19
pandemic, over 3,300
schools had already been
forced to close due to
violence and targeted
attacks.

Our Asks : Education
The International Community and Donors must:
Help build back better and more resilient education systems by supporting national governments
with substantial increases in quality, flexible and multi-year funding. Appropriate funding for
Education in Emergencies programming is also essential to maintain distance learning
opportunities and help strengthen education systems in conflict-affected areas.

The Central Sahelian Governments should:
Prepare schools for reopening after months of closures and put in place all the necessary
measures required to minimise the risk of COVID19 transmission within learning spaces. This
should include the creation of effective risk management plans that are regularly updated and
involve the genuine participation of local communities.

Maintain appropriate and inclusive distance-learning solutions for schools that are affected by
natural disasters and conflict or in areas where COVID19 has not been fully contained. Where
possible governments should refrain from using educational facilities as makeshift health centres.

Invest in appropriate low-tech, inclusive, gender-responsive and affordable distance education
methods, recognising that further school closures will hit the most marginalised children
hardest.

Create targeted interventions and expand social protection services to help keep children in
school, particularly the most marginalised groups of children at highest risk of dropping out.
These interventions should include scaling up coverage of social protection services – such as
cash transfers, school feeding, school grants, freezing school fees, and increasing block grants to
schools with the most marginalized children.

Strengthen the protection and safety of schools, ensure that emergency preparedness are
systematically integrated into education policies and that children and teachers trained in selfprotection, notably through the Safe Schools approach.

Re-open schools closed due to conflict, where it is possible and safe to do so, in dialogue with
parties to conflict, communities and children. Steps should be taken to ensure that decisions to
re-open schools in at-risk areas are based on safety and security assessments, including ensuring
that schools and access routes are cleared of unexploded ordnance. Codes of conduct should be
negotiated to ensure a safe environment for schools to re-open.

All parties to conflict must:

Ensure schools, teachers and learning spaces are protected from attack through the
implementation of the Safe Schools Declaration and the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and
Universities from Military Use During Armed Conflict. All governments must take concrete
measures to deter the use of schools by armed forces and non-State armed groups in
contravention of applicable international law. The military use of schools and universities
can convert them into military objectives, exposing them to attack, and also can increase the
risk of child recruitment and sexual violence.

IMPACT
ON
SURVIVAL
There are currently almost 5 million children in need of
humanitarian assistance in the Central Sahel.[i]
Ongoing insecurity has created mass displacement with more
than 1.8 million people, over half of which are children, now
uprooted from their homes.[ii] Like in any emergency,
children continue to bear the brunt, with millions now
struggling to access nutritious food, safe drinking water,
health care, education and other social services that have
been seriously disrupted.
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Health systems are chronically
underfunded and now near to collapse,
leaving children and their families
unable to access adequate medical care
when they need it most.

HABIBOU'S STORY
Habibou

is

27-years-old

from Burkina Faso. She is an
internally displaced person.
Because

of

security
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she and her family fled their
village.
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camp,
are

unfavorable for Habibou and
her 12 month old son.
"Changing homes and the difficult conditions in the IDP camp has
caused my 12 month old son to get very sick. It all started with a bout
of diarrhea. At first I thought that it was just because we changed
homes and food but his illness persisted. I was constantly with him
trying to treat him with traditional medicines. It was only after that I
discovered he was malnourished and was given access to a center
where he was seen by a health agent." We went to an in-patient
facility for severely malnourished children with medical complications,
known as a CRENI. "They provided us with health assistance and infant
feeding products and two meals a day. We really appreciate the
services of the Save the Children who give us a variety of food to eat.
In addition, they teach out about food hygiene and how to prevent
COVID19. I think my son will be completely healed because of Save the
Children." Habibou and her son are beneficiaries of the Save the
Children program Seno Nut.

Our Asks : Survival
All Stakeholders Must:
Prioritise strengthening the capacity of national health systems and ensure essential health and
nutrition services, including routine vaccinations and management and treatment of acute
malnutrition for vulnerable children are available free at point of use.

Increase investment in community-based strategies to improve: outreach and education,
dissemination of messages, contact tracing, surveillance, WASH, address stigmatisation, social
distancing and preparedness as well as setting up community-based testing centres and a supply
of tests. Contexts where these strategies will be hardest to achieve must be given special
prioritisation – this includes camp settings for refugee and internally displaced people, and
informal settlements in urban areas.

Make available and accessible, free at the point of use, sexual and reproductive health services,
including access to skilled birth attendance for all births, emergency obstetric and newborn care,
post-abortion care, clinical care for rape survivors, HIV prevention measures, contraceptive
services and management of sexual transmitted infections. Humanitarian actors, policymakers
and donors should use the Minimum Initial Service Package (MISP) for reproductive health,
including adaptations to reach adolescents and youth, to structure responses.

Set up up long-term prevention actions and early detection at household level in order to tackle
under nutrition among children under five and to build systems and community resilience.

Invest in and put in place safety nets systems, targeting the most vulnerable, including children,
to respond to growing food insecurity.

Sahelian Governments should:
Increase health budget allocation and meet the minimum of 15% agreed at the Abuja
Conference.

All parties to conflict must:
Provide safe and legally mandated spaces for civil society organisations and communities,
including children, to engage in decision making and monitoring of health and nutrition service
provision and in the development and dissemination of health information, as key stakeholders
in achieving universal health coverage and good nutrition for all.

Ensure that health facilities and health personnel are protected, and facilitate access to social
services and humanitarian assistance, in line with their obligations under international human
rights and international humanitarian law.

Growing violence and insecurity are threatening
the protection and lives of children in the Central
Sahel, with 2.3 million children in need of
protection assistance in 2020.[i]
In 2019, 4,300 civilians were killed in the Central
Sahel, many of them children, with an astonishing
8 in 10 children across the Central Sahel
experiencing violence.[ii] Grave violations of
children’s rights are widespread, with children
repeatedly the victims of abuse and violence,
sexual and gender-based violence, including
abduction or recruitment into armed groups.
Alongside the COVID-19 pandemic there has been
a reported increase in the recruitment and use of
children by armed forces and groups in the first
half of 2020.

"WITH 76% OF GIRLS
MARRIED AS
CHILDREN, NIGER
HAS THE HIGHEST
PROPORTION OF
CHILD MARRIAGE
IN THE WORLD"

The violence is exposing millions of children to the
horrors of violent conflict which can have complex
and life changing impacts on children’s mental
health. Ongoing insecurity, uncertainty and fears
for the future can create further anxiety and
distress. A protracted lack of access to basic
services. coupled with disruption to support
networks further erodes the safety nets to protect
children’s mental health and psychosocial
wellbeing.
As children and their families are forced to flee
violence or adopt negative coping mechanisms to
cope with the social and economic pressures of
this crisis, children are at greater risk of
separation from their families and being exposed
to exploitation and abuse. Girls find themselves
particularly at risk of sexual abuse, with child
marriage and child pregnancy prevalent. Social
norms across the region around marriage and
girls’ education remain strong drivers of harmful
practices and violence against women and girls.
With 76% of girls married as children, Niger has
the highest proportion of child marriage
in the world.[iii]
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Our Asks : Protection
All Stakeholders Must:
Consider the Central Sahel Crisis as a protection crisis and guarantee that the protection of
civilians and human security are at the heart of all stakeholder’s responses to the crisis, ensuring
that the specific needs of those most vulnerable to violence, such as children, are met, rights are
upheld, and that any interventions make affected populations more, not less, secure.

Ensure the centrality of protection in the response by increasing political and financial support
to child protection programming and mainstreaming child protection across all sectors, with a
specific focus on the needs of the most vulnerable including girls and children affected by armed
conflict.
Take action to prioritise and support well-resourced and inclusive, gender-sensitive child
protection, gender-based violence and mental health services, strongly linked to the health,
social protection and education sectors to support identification, referral and appropriate care,
and humanitarian access to reach all children in need of protection support.

Ensure efficient protection mechanisms are in place and appropriate care provided to any
children who has experienced a grave violation of their rights. These services should be
accessible to all, including internally displaced persons (IDP)s and refugees who are particularly
vulnerable to protection risks.

Strengthen the monitoring and reporting of grave violations of children's rights and report on
progress made in addressing the six serious violations against children. States should also ensure
that any perpetrators are held accountable.

Take immediate steps to protect girls and adolescents against any form of violence, including
sexual and gender-based violence, and ensure that all survivors have access to services that are
timely and sensitive to their needs, including education.

Sahelian Governments should:
Implement and fund national action plans and strategies to end child marriage.

All Parties to Conflict Must:
Take immediate steps to end the future recruitment and use of children and immediately release
children who are associated with armed forces and armed groups into the care of specialised
child protection services.

Uphold their legal obligations to respect children’s rights, in particular refraining from detaining
children unless if it is a measure of last resort and only within the framework of internationally
accepted standards for child justice.

